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Under the above head will be continued for a few weeks brief sketches of the lives of women
who have contributed their share in building the world’s history. While the editor will contribute
a number of these sketches we also invite others, especially women, to send in brief sketches of
famous women, if any such occur to their minds. Let these sketches be well stated, short and
to the point. We hope if any are sent in that they will be far superior to those which we write
ourselves.

Chicago, The Liberator, February 22, 1905

Florence Nightingale

If our social arrangements were so adjusted that each person could follow that calling in life
which they are by nature adapted for, what a great gainer society as a whole would be. These few
who are so fortunate as to be able to follow the calling of their heart’s desire make a success of
life. Florence Nightingale was one of the fortunate few, who could engage in that occupation for
which she was best adapted. Florence Nightingale was a born nurse. In her was found that rare
combination of heart, brain and sympathy which makes the ideal nurse. It is when one is laid
low by the ravages of disease that they can appreciate to its utmost depth the value of human
kindness.

Many charming stories are told of Florence’s sympathetic nature even in her childhood: how
she sought out wounded animals, and tenderly nursed them, and how she would scientifically
bandage her dolls and would work earnestly at this occupation for hours at a time. Florence
Nightingale’s parents were of the well-to-do class. Still she was not contented to sit down and
live a life of idleness and ease, as so many do who belong to that class. In early womanhood
she took an apprenticeship of nine years in different hospitals. This course of training amply
equipped her for the arduous labor she was to perform among the wounded from battlefields.

During the Crimean war, Wm. H. Russell wrote a number of letters from the Crimea to the
London Times. In these letters he demonstrated so clearly that the unsanitary condition of the
British armywas killing offmoremen than the deadly battles of the Crimea, that England became
panic-stricken over the mortality list, yet seemed helpless to curtail it. In the hurry and enthu-
siasm at the outbreak of the Crimean war (1854) Great Britain had dispatched shiploads of men
improperly provided with food or clothing for the severe Russian climate. Starvation, cholera
and agonizing suffering were the results.

Amid the general consternation, theminister of war wrote a letter toMiss Nightingale, stating
that he considered her the only person in Great Britain capable of bringing order out of confusion,
and imploring her to organize and direct the reform of the military hospitals; and this letter
was crossed by one from Miss Nightingale, volunteering to place her strength and ability at the
service of her nation. Good trained nurses were almost unknown quantities in those days; yet,
nothing daunted, Florence Nightingale sailed from England with thirty of the best nurses that
she could muster within a week from her letter. It required a good deal of tact to overcome the
prejudices and jealousies among the physicians and surgeons at the “womanly prominence” and
to conciliate the general disapproval of medical and military officials. For these were the days
when it was considered that “the proper place for woman is at home.”

Overcoming professional jealousy, she set herself to the task of cleansing theAugean hospitals
containing over 4,000 patients. These barrack hospitals at Scutari, which had been loaned to the
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British government by the Sultan of Turkey, were 100 feet above the Bosporus. The day before
the arrival of the staff of nurses the wounded from Balaclava had been landed; packed in the
overcrowded transports, their wounds had not been dressed for five days, and cholera and fever
were reaping their fearful harvest. The poor men outside with cold and starvation were faring
far better than the sufferers in the tainted wards of the disordered hospitals.

After comparative comfort had been established, Florence Nightingale opened a diet kitchen,
where specialties were prepared for the 800 men who could not eat ordinary food; a laundry
where, for the first time since they had been brought down from the Crimea, the ragged clothes
of the soldiers were washed, and a combination library and schoolroom, where the chaplain aided
her in instituting games and lectures for the convalescents.

Themost difficult of all the provinces was of course that of nursing, yet it is said that wherever
there was the greatest danger of distress, there the faithful head was to be found silently super-
intending, never allowing a severe case to escape her personal treatment. To accomplish this she
often stood twenty hours at a time, and after the doctors had retired she was to be seen making
her nightly rounds through miles of suffering patients, shading with her hand the lamp that she
carried, that it might not disturb the sick, many of whom as she passed kissed her shadow on their
pillows with passionate enthusiasm. Longfellow has commemorated this incident in his exquisite
“Santa Filomena” with such sympathetic touch that no biographer of Florence Nightingale can
refrain from quoting it:

Lo! in that house of misery
A lady with a lamp I see
Pass through the glimmering gloom,
And flit from room to room.
And slow, as in a dream of bliss,
The speechless sufferer turns to kiss
Her shadow as it falls
Upon the darkening walls.
On England’s annals, through the long
Hereafter of her speech and song,
A light its rays shall cast
From portals of the past.
“A lady with a lamp shall stand
in the great history of the land,
A noble type of good,
Heroic womanhood.“

In the future, when the war drum will be heard no more, and the only reveille to be sounded
will be that which shall call men to the peaceful walks of life, the name of Florence Nightingale
will be revered, as a woman who, though delicate and far removed from want, nevertheless was
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willing to risk her own life, that she might bring relief to that most stupid victim of our present
system, the soldier.

Chicago, The Liberator, October 22, 1905

Louise Michel

How many are there of the countless millions who have entered this life, passed through its
changing scenes and at last have laid down to rest, of whom it can be truly said, “Here rest they
who have labored for the uplifting of the oppressed, who have devoted their energies unstintingly
in the interest of the ‘common people?’” We fear there are few indeed. A life devoted to the
interest of the working class; a life of self-abnegation, a life full of love, kindness, gentleness,
tragedy, activity, sadness and kind-ness, are some of the characteristics which went to make
up the varied life of our comrade, Louise Michel. In the elderly woman, clad in simple black
garments, with gray hair curling upon rounded shoulders and kindest of blue eyes glancing from
the strongly marked face, none but those who knew her personally would in the last few years
have recognized Louise Michel.

Listening to her quiet musical voice, with its slightly rising and falling cadences, uttering
sentences which were as dignified and impressive as the lines from a heroic play, it needed some
personal knowledge to imagine her calling in the streets of Paris three and thirty years ago to
comrades to rally, and encouraging them to stand and defend the street barricades amid the hail
of shell and fire.

Still more incredible must the stormy scenes of her long life have seemed to those who only
saw her in the little home she only a few years ago found in a London suburb, feeding or caressing
the numerous furred and feathered friends housed by her tender charity, many of them bearing
the scars of cruelties from which she had tried to save them. For herself she thought nothing of
privation and suffering, but for all creation that groans and travails in pain she felt with every
nerve and fiber of her mind.

As a girl, while living in the old chateau near Troyes, where she was born, she noticed and
questioned the sufferings of the animals that man had subjected. An early novel of hers opens
with a graphic description of the sufferings of a worn-out horse which was driven into a pond to
feed the leeches bred for Paris doctors. As soon as she could reason, Louise Michel conceived the
idea that the world only needed to be taught better to do better. Her ambition was to help in the
teaching of it, and she became a schoolmistress. She was teaching school when the troubles of
the Franco-Prussian war began; all those years she had been using her pen on political questions,
modeling her verse on poems of Victor Hugo, and had already won some reputation among
advanced political parties.

When it was proposed to surrender Paris without a blow, she came forward to protest against
such dishonor. Her proposal to emancipate Paris from an infamous and treacherous government
attracted the attention of the revolutionary leaders all through the days of the Commune.

Louise Michel shared their counsels and deliberations. The proudest moment of her life, no
doubt, was the day when she put on the kepi and tunic of the National Guard, and with rifle on
shoulder marched out against the troops from Versailles. Absolutely fearless, her presence alone
would have sufficed to encourage the adherents of the most desperate cause. That she escaped
death in this struggle for liberty was the more marvelous, as she did nothing to avoid it. She
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organized the central committee of women and fought in the ranks with even greater courage
than did men, being severely wounded at the defense at Fort Isay. Before her wound healed, she
was back at her post again. She was arrested and arraigned before the council at war. She made
no defense and pleaded capital punishment. “I wished” she said,

to oppose a barrier of flames to the invaders of Versailles, and if I failed it was no
fault of my will or purpose. If it had been possible I should have killed theirs. I have
no desire to live. I dedicated myself to France, and, unable to save her, death would
be a boon. If you are not cowards, you will order my execution.

But besides her courage, Louise Michel had a great gift, a sense of humor wedded to a keen
wit, which served her and her friends in the most desperate circumstances. Even in the terrible
nights in the prison at Satory, when she heard and saw from the windows the fusillades tumbling
batches of her comrades into the ditches that they had been forced to dig for themselves-even
this did not quench her spirit.

With a bit of charcoal she cheered the drooping spirits of her fellow sufferers by drawing
on the whitewashed walls absurd caricatures of the prison officials, until the latter begged the
authorities to remove her as “incorrigible.” Her resolute acceptance of all the responsibilities of
the deeds with which she was accused at her trial is well known, but what her fellow exiles owed
to her courage and cheerfulness on the long voyage to New Caledonia is not to be estimated. She
herself returned to France firmly believing that all authority wielded by man over man was de-
moralizing; believing too, in the possibilities which lay before the human race through voluntary
organization and the equal sharing of the goods and ills of life.

She never changed her attitude toward the wrongs and injustices met with everywhere; she
did not become conservative or a compromiser as so many do, when declining years are creeping
upon them. Accused of inciting starvingmen to help themselves freely from the bake shops in the
Boulevard St. Germain, she was again imprisoned in 1883 and again in 1886 for a revolutionary
speech. At Havre, in 1888, she was shot at by an unemployed workingman while lecturing on
the strikes, in which he was a sufferer. The bullet lodged in the back of her neck, but she covered
the wound with her handkerchief and went on speaking, anxious only that her assailant should
not be punished.

As she refused to give evidence against him, or allow her wound to be examined, the man
was discharged, and when he died shortly afterwards of consumption, Louise Michel was one
of his best friends. All those who escaped the awful butchery of the soldiers in the streets of
Paris, during the last days of the Commune and who were known to have been at all active in
that struggle were exiled to New Caledonia. The suffering of the prisoners in that pest hole was
beyond description; at last a number of them were offered amnesty. Louise Michel was among
the first who was offered pardon and transportation back to Paris; but she refused to leave while
any remained, and stayed—nursing the sick and encouraging the weak in spirit.

She left the island only with the last batch who were released after years of torture. Such is
the story in brief, and but poorly told, of the life of our noble comrade. The storm-tossed, ocean-
beaten mariner struggles on and on amid the baffling waves, his courage is almost gone, but at
last a light-house looms up in the far distance and he takes on fresh courage and strives on to
reach it. So it is in the baffling ocean of humanity. A strong character like Louise Michel looms
up like a pillar of light or a star of hope, and the weary reformer sees it and takes fresh courage
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to struggle on in the surging ocean of humanity, and endeavors to calm its troubled waves and
point the way to the harbor of plenty.

Louise Michel died in Marseilles, France, January 9th, 1905, aged 73 years. We can but say,
rest, sister and comrade, after your long and useful life; sweet sleep has come at last.

Chicago, The Liberator, October 29, 1905
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